
 
 
 
 

 
 
The function of bazaars was closely connected to 
the dangers on trade routes and in cities, towns and 
villages. In the huge territory of ancient Persia, 
there was a continual struggle for power between 
small principalities and larger rulers, which meant a 
lot of armies were on the move. Many people 
sought refuge in a walled city or a citadel, called 
‘arg’ in Iran. 
The arg could be a fortress, castle, palace or citadel, 
a bastion or something similar. It was usually one 
part of a fortified city, but small fortified towns 
might also be called args, for example Arg-e Rayen 
and Arg-e Bam. Incidentally, Arg-e Bam was 
devastated by an earthquake in 2003. Arg-e Rayen, 
which was smaller but like Arg-e Bam was built 
about 2,000 years ago in clay (adobe) along a 
trading route, gives a good impression of the layout 
of urban settlements before the Islamic conquest in 
around 630. Some caution is required because 
Iranian urban historiography tends to focus on the 
rulers, culture, religion and architecture and not on 
the spatial arrangement of urban centres. 
 

 
 



If we look at the ground plan of this small fortified 
town or citadel, measuring about 150 x 170 metres, 
we see there is only one entrance and it leads 
directly into the bazaar. In other Iranian cities, such 
as Yazd, the first bazaars also appeared next to the 
city gates. That is logical because the caravans came 
first to the gates to trade. The main route then led 
from the bazaar to the square in front of the walled 
palace. The poor lived on the left-hand side and the 
rich inhabitants on the right. This ground plan does 
not show the bazaar as a centre where all the 
functions are found. 
 

 
 
Iran had always received a wide range of traders 
from many different countries and was also 
traditionally home to a variety of ethnic groups, the 
potential buyers of the merchandise. They all lived 
inside the fortified town, but not necessarily 
alongside one another. We can see that in Arg-e 
Rayen, where rich and poor were segregated. At the 
time, the dominant religion was Zoroastrianism, 
which was based on the teachings of the prophet 
Zarathustra. Fire temples occupied a prominent 
place. 
When Islam took over from Zoroastrianism in the 
seventh century, the spatial layout of towns 
changed. Actually, there were hardly any genuine 
towns at that point; most settlements were villages 
or walled hamlets. They were home not just to 
Muslims but also to Zoroastrians, Christians and 
Jews. At first, these religious groups were mixed but 
over time they started to live in separate 
neighbourhoods. This eventually led to a spatial 
arrangement that we might call typically Islamic. 
There is an obvious centre, formed by the bazaar 
with its caravanserais. It was not always located in 
the geographical mid-point by a long way, because 
bazaars tended to be built along trading routes or 
where such routes crossed. The mosque and Koran 
school (madrasa) would also be built in the centre, 
in or next to the bazaar, as would the bathhouse 
(hammam). In this way, religion and trade came 



together in the centre. Labyrinthine residential 
districts grew up around the bazaar, each with its 
own centre. ‘Hoseiniahs’, places where Muslims 
could meet up, could be found scattered across the 
city. The kings, shahs and governors contributed to 
the spatial layout too with their args, palaces and 
squares. It should be noted they also built bazaars, 
mosques, bathhouses and various other structures. 
The result was something like the plan below for 
the Islamic city. 
 

 
 
Next... Bazaar  3 – climate 
 


